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Introduction  

Firstly, I would like to thank the Committee for inviting the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) to discuss the issues that were raised in the RTÉ Investigates Programme 

which aired on Wednesday 5th June 2019 and the EPA’s investigation into the matters.  I 

am joined by my colleagues from the EPA’s Office of Environmental Enforcement and 

Office of Environmental Sustainability, 

Mr Pat Byrne, Senior Inspector 

Ms Mary Frances Rochford, Programme Manager 

Mr Darragh Page, Programme Manager 

 

The EPA has a wide range of regulatory functions and discharges these through licensing, 

enforcement, guidance and co-operation with other regulatory bodies.  In addition, under 

Section 63 of the Environmental Protection Agency Act 1992, as amended the EPA has a 

supervisory role in relation the environmental performance of Local Authorities.   

 

There were two distinct issues raised by the RTÉ Investigates Programme that prompted 

investigations by EPA namely: (i) the issue of leaks to the environment from fluid filled 

cables on the ESB Networks distribution system and (ii) ESB Networks management and 

control of SF6 gas at Electricity Supply Board, Moneypoint Generating Station (Industrial 

Emissions Licence Reg. No. P0578-03), including the ESB Networks Compound. I propose 

to address each of these investigations in turn. 
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Investigation 1 

Leaks to the environment from fluid filled cables on the ESB Networks distribution 

system 

The EPA first became aware of the extent of losses of fluid from underground ESB 

Networks electricity cables in May 2019 following receipt of enquiries from RTE.  The 

EPA subsequently received a letter from ESB Networks on the 27th May 2019 which briefly 

outlined the extent of the underground fluid filled cables, the nature of the insulating fluid, 

leaks associated with the cables, questions regarding possible reporting obligations to the 

EPA and a request for a meeting.  

Concerned that there might be consequential environmental damage, possible need for 

remedial actions and failures to meet statutory environmental reporting obligations, the 

EPA undertook to investigate the matters. EPA met with ESB Networks on the 11th June 

2019 where ESB Networks agreed to prepare a report addressing the extent and nature of 

fluid filled cables; the type of fluids used and their classification; the maintenance and 

monitoring of cables for leaks by ESB Networks; action and procedures for when a leak is 

detected (identification of leak, reporting, impact assessment, repair, mitigation (time 

frame)) as well as the extent of the leaks and the reporting to regulatory bodies that ESB 

Networks had undertaken with regard to the leaks. 

With these reports from ESB Networks, the EPA was then able to define the scope and 

objectives of the investigation which were to: 

• establish the nature and scale of fluid filled cables in the control of ESB Networks 

and the nature of the fluid used in the cables, its classification (hazardous or non-

hazardous) and risk to ground, waterbodies and other receptors. 

• review the reporting by ESB Networks prior to June 2019 and their future reporting 

protocol proposal. 

• evaluate the Environmental Liabilities Directive (ELD) screening report, to be 

completed by ESB Networks, and establish if any historical leaks should have been 

reported to the EPA under ELD. 
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• evaluate the approach being taken by ESB Networks to assess historical leaks from 

fluid filled cables. 

• consider if enforcement actions, associated with the reported losses from 

underground fluid filled cables, are appropriate or necessary. 

In order to achieve these objectives, the EPA investigation included:  

• an evaluation of the documentation received.  

• identification of relevant legislation and guidance to determine the principle 

statutory requirements. 

• engagement with the relevant bodies, including Local Authorities, Commission for 

Regulation of Utilities (CRU), Waterways Ireland, Energy Networks Association, 

Environment Agency, and relevant government Departments. 

 

While the report of the EPA investigation is still being finalised and will be completed and 

published in the coming weeks, I can share with the Committee the main conclusions 

emerging. 

Fluid Filled Cables 

Based on the information provided, the EPA understands that 221km of underground fluid 

filled electrical cables were installed between 1950 and 1989 by ESB Networks of which 

approximately 44km have since been replaced with non fluid polyethylene cables.  Since 

1980 there has been a gradual transition from fluid filled cables to polyethylene cables. 

Fluid filled cables remain functional for the transmission of electricity, however, due to 

deterioration, vegetative intrusion and/or third-party excavation works these cables may 

leak fluid to the environment.  ESB Networks have confirmed that 68 ‘historic’ leaks had 

occurred from fluid filled cables located within four Local Authority areas (Dublin City 

Council, South Dublin County Council, Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council and 

Cork City Council) between 1993 and June 2019.  In addition, there are seven ‘current and 

new’ leaks since June 2019.  ESB Networks have stated they were ‘not able to locate any 

information on identified leaks or rate of leakage prior to 1993’.  Table 1 sets out the annual 

cable fluid leakage between 2009 and 2019. 
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Table 1: ESB Networks annual cable fluid leaks (6th September 2019).   

Year ESB Networks cable fluid leak loss 

litres/year.  Provided by ESB 

Networks to the EPA on 6th 

September 2019 

ESB Networks 

Cable fluid leak loss 

target (litres/year) 

2019 7,144 - 

2018 40,980 - 

2017 12,721 15,000 

2016 12,825 15,000 

2015 14,037 15,000 

2014 30,392 15,000 

2013 26,399 15,000 

2012 24,137 15,000 

2011 28,506 20,000 

2010 7,050 20,000 

2009 19,450 20,000 

 

The fluid used as an insulating liquid in the cables was originally mineral oil (cables 

installed between 1950 and 1974) and thereafter linear alkylbenzene (cables installed 

between 1964 and 1989).  When these cables lose fluid to the environment as the result of 

a leak, the fluid must be replaced to ensure continuity of electricity transmission.  Addition 

of fluid continues until the leak is located and repaired.  Cable fluid added to the cables 

prior to approximately 1986 was mineral oil, thereafter linear alkylbenzene was used as the 

replacement fluid.  Mineral oil is classified as hazardous while linear alkyl benzene has 

been classified as non-hazardous since January 2019. ESB Networks have identified that 

the fluid lost from the cable leaks is often a mix of mineral oil and linear alkyl benzene.  

Such a mixture must be classified as hazardous. Linear alkyl benzene will biodegrade under 

both aerobic and anaerobic conditions.  Mineral oil is not readily biodegradable in the 

environment. 

ESB Networks have commenced a process of assessing the impact of all leaks from fluid 

filled cables.  The assessments are being completed in accordance with relevant EPA 

guidance.  The assessments are site specific and may involve site investigations to establish 

the impact, if any, and identify appropriate remedial measures, as necessary. 
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Applicable legislation and requirements 

On examination of the applicable legislation, in relation to the issues raised by the cable 

fluid leaks, the following legislative instruments are relevant: 

• Local Government (Water Pollution) Act 1977, as amended. 

• Environmental Protection Agency Act 1992, as amended. 

• European Communities (Environmental Liability) Regulations 2008, as amended. 

• European Communities Environmental Objectives (Groundwater) Regulations 

2010, as amended. 

 

In particular, Section 14 of the Water Pollution Act requires that a person responsible for 

the discharge of any polluting matter ‘which enters or is likely to enter any waters’ is 

required to notify the relevant local authority.  Local authorities are the principle response 

agencies for water pollution incidents.  Fluid filled cable leaks are a discharge of polluting 

matter.  

 

An exception to this is if a discharge of polluting matter occurs within the boundary of a 

facility licensed by the EPA, where in those circumstances it is the operator’s responsibility 

in accordance with the licence conditions to notify the EPA of the discharge as a reportable 

incident.  The EPA has on its record two such reported incidents, one in 2006 in relation to 

Electricity Supply Board, Generating Station, Poolbeg (Industrial Emissions Licence Reg. 

No. P0577-03) and another in 2012 in relation to Electricity Supply Board, Marina 

Generating Station (Industrial Emissions Licence Reg. No. P0578-03).  The Electricity 

Supply Board, Generating Station, Poolbeg incident was outside the facility licence 

boundary and the licensee was advised to notify the Local Authority.  The Electricity 

Supply Board, Marina Generating Station, incident was investigated by the EPA and 

appropriately closed out.  

 

The Environmental Liability Regulations, 2008 came into operation on 1st April 2009 and 

require an operator to take measures to prevent environmental damage where there is an 
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imminent threat of same, or to prevent further damage if the damage has already occurred. 

Operators must also notify the EPA of any imminent threat or case of environmental 

damage.  Failure to comply is an offence liable to prosecution. 

 

The EPA required ESB Networks to complete a screening of all leaks that occurred since 

April 2009. This screening identified 4 leaks with the potential to cause environmental 

damage.  The EPA issued 4 separate Directions on the 8th October 2019 to ESB Networks 

requiring the submission of a site assessment report by the 31st October 2019 and instructing 

ESB Networks to take preventive measures as required in the Environmental Liability 

Regulations 2008 should an imminent threat of environmental damage be established.  A 

response to the directions was received by the EPA from ESB Networks on the 31st October 

2019. The EPA has assessed the 4 responses received and is satisfied that there is no further 

action required under these Regulations in 3 of the cases and is seeking further information 

in respect of 1 case.   

 

ESB Networks have now established two protocols since commencement of the 

investigation; one to deal with ‘historic’ leaks and the second to deal with any ‘current and 

new’ leaks. The protocols identify the actions to be taken by ESB Networks, including 

notification, identification of location of leaks, repair of the leak, assessment of impact, 

and, if necessary, remediation of any impact associated with the leak.  In accordance with 

the protocols ESB Networks have commenced the impact assessment process in relation to 

the ‘historic’ leaks and have notified ‘current and new’ leaks to the relevant Local 

Authorities. 
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Conclusions on the fluid filled cables investigation 

The main conclusions arising from the EPA investigation: 

• There were 68 ‘historic’ leaks between 1993 and June 2019 and a further 7 ‘current 

and new’ leaks since June 2019.  The locations and scale of each leak has been 

identified by ESB Networks and they are undertaking site specific investigations of 

each. 

• While ESB Networks report that they consulted a relevant authority regarding 20 

of the 68 leaks identified prior to June 2019, ESB Networks failed in the case of 48 

leaks to notify Local Authorities, in accordance with Section 14(1) of the Water 

Pollution Act.   

• ESB Networks failed to screen the impact of fluid leaks, which occurred since 1st 

April 2009, for the applicability under Regulations 7 and 9 of the European 

Communities (Environmental Liability) Regulations 2008, as amended, until after 

June 2019.  

• ESB Networks have established two protocols since June 2019 to deal with historic 

and future leaks and the EPA is satisfied with the approach and protocols now being 

implemented by ESB Networks to assess each leak and to engage with the relevant 

Local authorities. 

• The EPA acknowledges that decommissioning of fluid filled cables can be a 

challenging process but considers fluid filled cables that have a high occurrence of 

leakage and are in proximity to sensitive receptors should be prioritised for 

decommissioning. 

The EPA is finalising a full report on this investigation and documenting its findings and 

recommendations with a view to publication in the coming weeks.  
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Investigation 2 

The management and control of SF6 gas at Electricity Supply Board, Moneypoint 

Generating Station, including the ESB Networks Compound 

The EPA is designated as the competent authority in Ireland for the purposes of the S.I. No. 

658 of 2016 European Union (Fluorinated Greenhouse Gas) Regulations 2016 and 

Regulation (EU) No. 517/2014 on Fluorinated Greenhouse Gases. As competent authority 

the EPA is responsible for compliance, monitoring and enforcement of these Regulations.  

Following the RTÉ Investigates Programme the EPA carried out an assessment of the 

management and control of SF6 gas at Electricity Supply Board, Moneypoint, including 

the ESB Networks Compound. SF6 is a greenhouse gas with a global warming potential 

23,000 times that of CO2 (IPCC Fifth Assessment Report, 2014). 

 

The EPA investigation comprises: 

• A two-day site visit on 25th and 26th June 2019 during which the storage of SF6 was 

inspected and records assessed.  

• Additional records were requested during and subsequent to the site visit which 

were considered as part of the assessment.    

• A report on EPA findings is currently being finalised, and will issue to Electricity 

Supply Board, Moneypoint, (Industrial Emissions Licence No. P0605-04) and ESB 

Networks. This report will be published to the EPA’s public file for Industrial 

Emissions Licence No. P0605-04.  

 

Preliminary findings of the EPA investigation indicate that: 

- Management and control of SF6 at the Moneypoint site is operationally rather than 

environmentally focused with sustained and prolonged leaks from equipment 

within the ESB Networks Compound.  

- There are 4 substations within the ESB Networks Compound relevant to SF6. ESB 

Networks data indicates that 2,376kg of SF6 leaked from one of the substations (the 

Old 400 kV substation) since 2013. This represents 0.02% of Ireland’s total national 

greenhouse gas emissions over the period.  
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- The general approach to corrective action by ESB Networks was to top-up 

equipment with SF6 rather than undertake repair.  

- Records, available at the time of the EPA site visit, relating to the management of 

SF6 losses from equipment and associated “top-ups” were inadequate to control and 

minimise leakage of SF6. During the EPA site visit these records were insufficient 

to support the determination of SF6 losses and associated leakage rates. ESB 

Networks subsequently provided data to support its estimates of SF6 leakage at 

Moneypoint for assessment by the EPA. 

- The site does not have a robust system for the management, labelling and storage 

of recovered SF6. 

- The Old 400kV substation was fully de-energised in June 2019. The ESB Networks 

states that since this substation was de-energised leakage of SF6 is no longer an 

issue. The EPA is seeking verification of this assertion and removal of remaining 

SF6. 

- The data provided by ESB Networks indicates that new substations (400kV, 220kV 

and 110kV), installed since 2013, are currently operating at the site which have not 

required top-ups of SF6 since installed.  

- Electricity Supply Board, Moneypoint, failed to report SF6 leaks to the EPA in 

accordance with its Industrial Emissions Licence Reg No. P0605-04 and ESB 

Networks failed to report emissions of SF6 under the  European Pollutant Transfer 

Register requirements. 

 

The EPA is considering its enforcement position under applicable legislation including the 

requirements of Electricity Supply Board, Moneypoint, (Industrial Emissions Licence No. 

P0605-04) and Regulation (EU) No. 517/2014 on Fluorinated Greenhouse Gases.  

The EPA is finalising a full report on this investigation including documenting full findings 

and recommendations with a view to publication in the coming weeks. This will include 

corrective action regarding management and control of SF6 on the Moneypoint site and at 

other the ESB Network locations where SF6 is used. 

 

 

http://www.epa.ie/terminalfour/ippc/ippc-view.jsp?regno=P0605-04
http://www.epa.ie/terminalfour/ippc/ippc-view.jsp?regno=P0605-04
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Closing remarks 

 

Chair, I would like to assure the Committee that the EPA will complete its investigations 

and reports will issue in the coming weeks.   

 

Thank you for your attention and we would be happy to address any questions you may 

have. 


